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UM RESEARCH REVEALS SURPRISE ABOUT COUPLES’ TALK
By Terry Brenner
University Relations
In conversations between spouses, husbands interrupt more often than wives. At least that’s
always been the story.
Trouble is, it’s just not so, says Wesley Shellen, a communication studies professor at The
University of Montana-Missoula.
Shellen and four graduate students reached this conclusion after spending three years studying
taped conversations of 40 couples. What they learned, Shellen says, was that women interrupt their
husbands almost as often as the other way around.
Using tapes from another study in which couples were given problem topics like finances to
talk about, Shellen and the students individually listened twice to each tape and transcribed every
instance of simultaneous talk.
“Our data simply do not support previously held conclusions that men dominate
conversations,” he says. “Part of the reason for that (conclusion), I think, is that these people were
married. But it shows that husbands aren’t such bad guys after all.”
For their study, the researchers defined two main types of interruptions: power interruptions
and rapport interruptions. Power interruptions change the topic and the interrupter wrestles the floor
away from the first speaker. Rapport interruptions don’t change the topic but rather reveal the
speakers displaying their joint enthusiasm for the topic, as if they were telling the story together.
Of the interruptions the researchers documented, about one-third were power interruptions,
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and husbands were slightly higher in this category, outdoing their wives 57-49. About two-thirds of
the interruptions were rapport interruptions. In this category wives outscored their husbands 125117. Total interruptions for both genders was 174. Shellen wasn’t surprised about the higher
incidence of rapport interruptions.
“I think rapport is what marriage is about,” he says.
Marriage type makes a difference in the frequency of interruptions, Shellen found. Of the
three main textbook marriage types, the most striking and useful differences were between
“independents” and “trad itio n al,” he says.
“Independents are more competitive and dominant in communication,” he says. “They base
their relationship more on communication and negotiation, are more lively, gregarious and open in
their conversations and tolerate conflict and indiscretion to a greater extent than the other couple
types.”
Needless to say, independents chalked up many times more interruptions during conversation
than did traditional, who tend to adhere to conversation etiquette, Shellen says.
“Traditional are the ones who grew up with the notion that it’s rude to interrupt,” he says.
In a separate category Shellen calls “backchannels,” wives outscored husbands 125-107.
Backchannels are simultaneous speech in which the speaker is giving positive feedback such as
“mmhmm” or “yeah.”

‘ I think this study is an interesting piece of research,” he says, “because the story has been
that men interrupt and dominate and are rude and pushy. I didn’t start out to prove or disprove that.
But I found that in the area of husbands and wives talking, that’s not true.”
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